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How to Work with Self-Publishing Authors: 
The Agony and the Ecstasy
Saturday, June 13, 2015 
10:00 – 11:00 a.m.

Hi! Welcome to my session on how to work with self-publishing authors. I’ll be taking questions at the end, if there’s time. Leonie will pass out a handout, which is just a summary of my talk, so you don’t have to worry about taking notes.

Today’s publishing landscape is very different from even just ten years ago, when I was still a novice editor. More and more authors are choosing the self-publishing path—also often called “indie publishing”—and the stigmatizing term “vanity publishing” is falling by the wayside. I’ve always thought it was a silly term anyway. How is wanting to self-publish your book any more “vain” than wanting to find a publisher for it? Authors are realizing that some of the old, big-publisher models are antiquated, and they want more options and control over their publishing process. And increasingly, they’re realizing they need editors. This has created a market for editing jobs for all of us here, and this market of indie authors who need editors is only going to continue to grow. Even better news—you can earn more money freelancing for indie authors than you might make at a publishing house. So, what do you need to know to tap into this burgeoning market?

Today I’m going to discuss several aspects of working with self-publishing authors, including best practices. How many of you would consider yourselves newer editors here today? (Raise hand to get show of hands.) How many intermediate ones? Okay! I hope I have some ideas to inspire you no matter which level of editing you’re at.

1.  First, arm yourself with knowledge. Once you’ve decided you’re going to focus on getting work from indie authors, one of the first things to do is to educate yourself about the world of self-publishing and about the many different kinds of self-publishing models available. You may be already partway there. Many indie authors lack knowledge about the business, and they’ll expect answers and solutions from you. With a solid knowledge base of the self-publishing industry and the steps to publication, you’ll be able to give them value-added services, for example, advice on e-books or book design.

How did I begin educating myself? Well, back in 2002, I went to the library and borrowed Dan Poynter’s book The Self-Publishing Manual, which was the indie bible and about all there was at the time. (As fate would have it, I would later end up editing that very book. But that’s another story.) Today, there are lots more resources, and you can easily get started on the Internet. Just type “how to self-publish a book” into a search engine, and you’ll be amazed at how much there is to learn. Even if you think you already know a lot, there’s always something new to learn. The industry is constantly changing, especially when it comes to e-books and the huge array of different publishing models available. 

Be prepared to guide your author through every step of the publication process. But the truth is, it’s kind of overwhelming out there in indie-book land. You won’t be able to learn everything, so it’s important to build up a network of services and people who have more specialized skills than you do in the various areas of indie book production. If you don’t know the answer, know who to contact to find the answer. You’ll want to have connections with other editors, book designers, cover designers, illustrators, indexers, proofreaders, printers, e-book conversion people, book marketers, and self-publishing companies.

As well, you’ll want to be familiar with all the steps of the editorial process your indie author will need to take. Developmental editing, substantive editing, stylistic and copy editing, proofreading, and MS evaluations. You may or may not be skilled in all these aspects of editing, but you’ll be of more help to your client if you can identify those steps the author may or may not need. For example, for a fiction manuscript, you should be able to identify whether an author needs structural and substantive editing, or maybe just stylistic and copy editing. And if you don’t have the skills to provide a particular service (or to answer a question), grab that all-important contact list and refer your client to someone who can answer a question or get that particular task done.

· So, I’ve only touched on the editorial and publications processes. In the session after this one, Dick Margulis will discuss these in more detail than I’ve done here.

Besides knowing where to point your authors for all the services they’ll need, it’s equally important to steer them away from the scams and fraud and bad deals out there. New publishing services companies and models are constantly forming, some of them shady and only out for the author’s money. Others have been around for years. Let’s say your client asks you if you’ve heard of a company called Shady Editing Dot Com. To check them out, type the word “scam” or “fraud” or “complaint” into an Internet search along with the company name, and you’ll quickly see if there’s any negative talk about them.

One last point here: this acquisition of knowledge is ongoing, never-ending. You’ll need to stay on top of all current trends in self-publishing, including the publication of e-books. For me, one of the best ways to do this is to find industry experts to follow and subscribe to their blogs. Reading a few key blogs a few times a week keeps me up-to-date in most aspects of the business.

2.  Next, we’re going to look at another important aspect of working with indie authors—flexibility and versatility. These traits are important in several key areas. 

The first is whether you should generalize or specialize. This will be one of your biggest decisions once you’ve decided you want to work with indie authors. Should you find a niche market, like fiction or self-help or memoir or children’s, and become extremely proficient in only that genre? Or should you branch out, learning skills in a variety of genres? Should you specialize in only stylistic or copy editing, or only in proofreading, or only in developmental and substantive editing? I’m sure most of you already have a feeling for where your greatest strengths lie. Or perhaps you won’t have to make a decision at all; maybe things will just fall into place for you organically, as they did for me. Let’s look at the pros and cons of generalizing and specializing.

When I started editing, quite late in life, my first consideration had to be income. I couldn’t afford formal education or be choosy about the work that came in. How many of you are in the same position? Because of that, I took just about everything that came my way—good writing, awful writing, fiction, nonfiction, a big jumble of genres, a big jumble of editing levels. A definite advantage to this otherwise haphazard approach was that I was never without income. The second big advantage was that, in a relatively short time, I learned how to edit a lot of genres and at almost every editing level—but sometimes by trial and error, and not without some stumbles.

A couple of times in my first few years of editing, the writing was so bad that I simply didn’t have the skills to edit it, and I had to back out of the work partway in, as diplomatically as possible. Other times the subject matter was just too academic for me. For example, I found notes, references, and bibliographies to be very difficult, and I had to call on others for help (I still do, with those!). And then there’s fiction—a whole other ball game. But more on that in a bit. Suffice it to say that spreading yourself too thin when you’re first starting out isn’t an ideal practice, but sometimes you may have no choice. You do the best you can, and you ask for help when you need it.

On the other hand, if you can manage to find an indie niche you love—go for it. There’s much to be said in favour of specializing, namely that you become very, very good at what you do, even well-known for it, and if you can successfully market yourself in one area and establish a foothold, your business can grow quickly.

Proficiency. Whether you decide to specialize or generalize, you’ll want to become proficient in editing your chosen genre. But sometimes there’s not a lot of reference material for editing in a particular genre, so how do you get started? I suggest beginning with an Internet search on how to write in various genres. If you want to edit self-help, study how to write a self-help book. If you want to edit memoir, Google “how to write a memoir.” There are specific things to know for each genre.

And then there’s fiction. Let’s talk for a minute more about that. Occasionally, new editors contact me, saying they want to get into fiction editing. I tell them that to edit fiction, skills need to be developed beyond editing for grammar, style, mechanics, and even structure. If you’re not already a fiction writer, studying the craft of fiction writing is essential if you want to edit it. Read about aspects of fiction such as plot, narrative arc, character development and arc, character motivation, dialogue, scene-building, conflict and tension, pacing, point of view, avoiding clichés, foreshadowing, backstory, and suspension of disbelief. Once you know how these techniques are achieved, you’ll be able to edit them. And let’s say you only want to copy edit fiction—you’ll still need skills like plot and scene and timeline tracking.

Let’s discuss proficiency in all levels of editing. I strongly recommend that you become familiar with and even proficient at every level of editing. Let’s face it—self-publishing authors are often not very good writers. If they were, they might have found a publisher instead of contacting you. Most of the manuscripts I get in need more than copy and stylistic editing—they need substantive editing too. It’s been my experience that if you want to specialize in only copy editing or proofreading, you’ll have a much harder time finding work. That was why I was pretty to forced to develop skills in all areas of editing—it was survival for me. 

And even if you decide not to do developmental editing, for example, you should at least be familiar with what it entails. You’ll need to be able to take an author’s sample and a synopsis of the book—whether it’s fiction or nonfiction—and gauge what levels of editing it needs. Indie authors are often not familiar with the levels of editing and what their manuscript might need—or they think they know what they want, but they really don’t. So you’ll need to be able to advise them on each of the steps of the editorial process they may need.

Teaching your authors. Be prepared to be a coach and a mentor. Much more so than authors who’ve successfully found an agent or a traditional publisher, self-publishing authors often don’t know even the basic techniques for writing a novel, a memoir, a self-help book, or whatever. I’ve lost count of the number of fiction authors I’ve edited who’ve spent several years writing their masterpiece, yet once the editing begins, it turns out they’ve never heard of point of view, for example, which a critical aspect of fiction. I find that I teach as I go along in the editing. By that I mean I make very thorough comments in the Track Changes, explaining my edits. Interestingly, when I’ve edited for a publishing house, I was taught to keep my Track Changes comments as brief as possible. But when working with indie authors, I’ve found the opposite is true. The more detailed the explanation, the better.

However, I have to add that you’re going to come across some authors who don’t really have the ability to learn, or, for example, to grasp the subtleties of fiction writing, in particular. Gauging clients’ ability to learn is critical from the outset. I usually do a sample edit, and a little back and forth e-mailing on this helps me determine whether the author “gets” what I’m trying to teach them. If I don’t do a sample edit, I’ll sometimes send the edited first chapter back for discussion. Once you know whether an author is open to learning and suggestion, you’ll know how to go forward with your edit—whether to mostly fix small errors and make suggestions, or to take a more heavy-handed approach and actually make the larger changes yourself.

When you work with indie authors, you’ll usually form a much closer connection with authors than you would freelancing for publishing house. Working for a publishing house, depending on the level of editing you’re doing, sometimes you’re not even allowed contact with the author. I’ve heard from several colleagues that they don’t become emotionally invested in the jobs they do for publishing houses. For me, when I work directly with indie authors, that emotional investment is almost unavoidable. Many of my authors, especially the repeat ones, end up becoming my friends. A handful of carefully chosen ones are even my Facebook friends—usually at their request, and only after we’ve established a solid rapport and the editing is finished. Should your clients become your FB friends? You’ll probably need to decide that on a case-by-case basis. If you do this, you’ll always need to be aware of what you’re posting on FB so you don’t come across as unprofessional.

But in general, especially when the editing work is just starting, and even when it’s well underway, it’s best to avoid becoming the author’s new best friend. Keep the tone as professional as possible, while still remaining warm and friendly—it’s sometimes a fine balance, but it’s a skill you’ll need with indie authors. That brings me to my next topic.

Communication and tone. It’s important to establish a good rapport with new clients, with precise, clear communication. In the beginning stages of working with a new client, you don’t want any misunderstandings. Often, they’ll have only a hazy idea of what an editor can do for them, and you’ll need to help them understand the editorial process and exactly what you’ll be doing. You’ll also want to be very clear about your fee structure and your schedule.

[bookmark: _GoBack]A professional tone goes without saying. But—and here’s the key—try to adjust your tone to suit the personality of each individual client. I can’t stress enough how important it is to develop this skill. Just as you modify your editing style to match the style and tone of each individual author’s, examine the tone of the author’s initial correspondence, and try to match their tone and style. Some people will be distant and formal, while others will be warm and friendly and sound like they want to be your best friend. Suss out your potential client’s personality style, and then respond in the same manner and tone. An initial phone call with the client will also help you get a read on them, and I do strongly recommend that. Phone communication is different from e-mail, and combined, they’ll give you more well-rounded knowledge of your client.

And when you’re editing, the tone of your Track Changes comments and queries should be kept positive and very gentle. A very, very diplomatic approach is necessary with indie authors to avoid hurting their feelings—new writers are especially very sensitive. I follow three guidelines: 
1) Avoid the accusatory “you.” “You should,” “You need to fix this.” Always refer to the work itself has having the problem, not the author. “This sentence needs work,” instead of “You need to work on this sentence.”
2) That means writing in the passive voice. “This sentence could be tightened. Can it be removed or revised?” instead of “You should tighten this sentence.”
3) Use the words “perhaps” and “consider.” “Perhaps this sentence could be revised and tightened.” “Consider tightening this sentence.” 

((If time, give example of how I got fired last year.)) 
On the subject of tone, here’s a story with a lesson. Mea culpa! It’s embarrassing to tell, but I want to help you avoid a similar situation. A couple of years ago, I got a bit lax and broke my own rules. I took the wrong tone in the Track Changes comments with a repeat client. I felt sure, from our previous work together on her nonfiction memoir, that she’d be up to me taking a tougher, more direct approach on her fiction edit. She was always, like, “Hit me with it. I can take it.” Well, when I sent the first portion of the edit back for her review, she ended up being quite upset with my direct comments. Turned out she was much more offended and sensitive about her fiction work than her nonfiction memoir. And she ended up terminating the project. It was a real wake-up call for me to always be more gentle than I think I need to be. I now usually take an extra hour or so at the end of the edit to review my comments to make sure my tone is as soft and gentle as possible.
Let’s talk about money. As I’ve said, once you become established, you can often earn more money editing for self-publishing authors than you can working freelance or in-house for a publisher. Yet many indie authors are on a budget. So how does that work? Well, it’s a matter of setting editorial rates that you can live with, and then not selling yourself short. I’ve heard dozens of stories of authors getting, say, a developmental editor for some insanely low rate, like $300, which tells me the editor must be learning less than minimum wage. Be prepared to defend your prices by convincing potential clients of the value you can bring to their manuscripts, and explaining why the work costs what it does. There are indie authors and clients out there who will pay higher prices, as shown by some of our colleagues who charge $55, $60, or even $70 an hour.
Okay. For a few minutes, we need to talk about the agonies, the potential pitfalls of working with indie authors:
First, coping with poorly written manuscripts. Sometimes I think I’ve seen it all when it comes to awful writing. But then a new manuscript comes in, and I have to find a way to deal with different and even worse transgressions. I’ve mentioned that, unfortunately, self-publishing authors in general produce a lower quality of writing. So what are your options when the author is poor writer? 
Let’s say you’ve taken on a new project, the sample of which looked reasonably well written, but now you’re ¼ of the way in and problems are rampant. Well, at that point, a decision needs to be made, and diplomacy is needed more than ever. You could suggest that the editing be stopped because the scope of the project has changed, and you’ll do a manuscript evaluation instead. I did that just recently, but that did mean returning a portion of the client’s deposit to him. You can recommend writing resources, or perhaps recommend a stronger editor. Sometimes you may have to withdraw from the project. Be prepared for that by including a 30-day (from start date) withdrawal or termination clause in your contract that also states you’ll get paid for the amount of work you’ve done to date.
A second problem is plagiarism and copyright issues: every editor encounters these at some point in their career. Spotting plagiarism requires a keen eye—you’ll need to be constantly aware of the tone and quality of the writing, especially in nonfiction, and note when you see a significant change. It’s actually not that hard. A good editor can easily spot a change from shaky and amateurish writing to suddenly error-free and brilliant writing. At that point, you’ll need a lot of diplomacy—again. I write to the author, gently suggesting that using another author’s material verbatim isn’t a good practice. I avoid the word “plagiarism” at all costs. I don’t want to sound accusatory in case the copying really was accidental.
If an author doesn’t acknowledge plagiarism issues, it’s probably best to pull out of the project. Invoke that 30-day withdrawal clause in your contract.
A third problem is dealing with delinquent clients. Almost every experienced freelance editor of self-published books has dealt with a delinquent client at one point or other. Can anyone relate? It’s the most horrible feeling in the world. So what can you do? 
•  First, make sure to get 50% to 75% of the payment in advance. Some editors ask for the final payment before returning the edited manuscript, but I use my judgment. If I feel I trust the client, then I don’t mind returning the MS and then sending the invoice for final payment.
•  Second, make sure you’re covered in your contract. One of the best clauses I have in the disclaimer at the end of my contract states that “all creators, including editors, have copyright in their work. As editors, we relinquish our copyright when we deliver our work and have been paid in full.” Please do e-mail me if you’d like to see my contract’s full disclaimer.
•  Third, if you’re an EAC member, engage the services of the EAC mediator. That’s Toronto branch member Michael Benedict right now.
•  Finally, your last resort: engage a lawyer or start small claims court proceedings. Just the threat of this will often be enough to elicit payment.
•  Once in a while, I hate to say it, but you’ll likely take a loss. It happens to all of us. Just try to learn a lesson—what could you have done differently?—and then move on.
Conclusion
We’re done! But I don’t want to end on a negative note. I want to leave you with the impression that self-publishing is a wonderful, burgeoning niche for editors and a marvelous opportunity to expand your editing business. You’ll often feel more deeply invested in the author’s success than you would be working in-house. And you’ll develop a bond and closeness with the author that may lead to repeat business, referrals, and even long-term friendship. It’s a highly rewarding career!
Questions
